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When immediately entering the labor market post-high school graduation, Transitional 
Age Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder (TAY-ASD) face significant barriers to 
employment compared to both their disabled and non-disabled peers. With 
employment outcomes characterized by low wages, short work hours, and social 
isolation, TAY-ASD from low income households with lower levels of functioning face 
the greatest hardship in seeking employment after high school graduation. Current 
vocational rehabilitation (VR) programs show inefficiency in servicing individuals with 
the greatest need for assistance due to lack of program monitoring and little emphasis 
for post-secondary education (PSE) attainment. This study suggests that reform to VR 
programs through increased service monitoring and establishment of expectations set 
for attainment of PSE holds potential to greatly benefit employment outcomes for TAY-
ASD, particularly for low income individuals. 
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Throughout recent decades, a phenomenon is seen in which high school graduates 
deciding to immediately pursue employment after completing their secondary 
education face significant hardship in attempting to enter the workforce. With lack of 
experience and no certification through higher education, employers may be hesitant 
to hire transitional age (average age being 18 years old) high school graduates or are 
even encouraged to provide them with wages smaller than average for a given 
occupation. In the case of Transition Age Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder (TAY-
ASD), the traditional challenges faced by young adults entering the workforce are 
increased due to lack of resources available to assist them with adjusting to this 
dramatic change in life structure (Rast 2019). For TAY-ASD, the workforce is primarily 
characterized through the absence of the familiar educational structure provided to 
them by their K-12 Individualized Education Plan (IEP), where access to resources 
assisting with development skills is regularly available for eligible students. This, as well 
as limited assistance from certified special needs professionals, exposes TAY-ASD to a 
drastically different daily environment; one that is difficult to navigate without pursuit 
of higher education and an understanding of the job search process (Schall 2012). TAY-
ASD entering the labor market post-graduation face an increasing economic 
disadvantage in comparison to their peers, including young adults with other types of 
developmental disabilities, due to barriers decreasing chances of finding employment 
(Schall 2012).   
While Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) programs have been implemented at the state 
level to provide job training and options for continuing education, the phenomena of 
low employment outcomes still hold major prevalence for TAY-ASD (Roux 2018). Yet, 
this circumstance is likely not a factor of the inadequacy of the resources themselves, 
but their lack of availability to TAY-ASD of low incomes and it’s shift away from 
encouraging post-secondary education (Roux 2019). Additionally, within these lack of 
resources is another barrier in that autistic young adults face harmful social factors, 
such as loneliness and lack of close social relationships, that prevent them from 
developing their social and cognitive development skills (Orsmond 2013). These social 
circumstances are vital to employment outcomes in that they provide skills needed for 
group interaction and customer service that young adults tend to gain through 
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interaction with their peers (Orsund 2013). Furthermore, the lack of exposure to social 
interaction decreases quality of life as it causes individuals to feel a sense of depression 
and societal ostracization, especially for those with disabilities making the shift to 
adulthood (Sosnowy 2019). 
This study examines the transition from the educational system to the job market for 
TAY-ASD. Reviewing literature regarding trends of employment programs and post-
graduation patterns of employment from the early 2000s to present day, this study 
seeks to describe the barriers to employment by TAY-ASD and the impact of statewide 
VR policies implemented to assist them with job search. Through this, this study will 
provide a policy recommendation to ensure equal economic opportunity for these 
autistic young adults in hopes of systematic reform.  
Literature Analysis of Employment Outcomes 
When analyzing trends of unemployment for the general population of transitional age 
youth within the past decade, high school graduates that immediately enter the labor 
force after graduation face levels of unemployment comparable to those who did not 
complete high school (BLS 2015). Despite having a labor force participation rate of 51% 
and the highest population of working individuals, almost 30% of said population were 
unemployed, most of which being 17-18 year old individuals of color from households 
making less than $30,000-$40,000 annually  (BLS 2015). For TAY-ASD, the difficulty for 
low-income individuals in finding employment out of high school is significantly 
increased by the dramatic change from their structured IEPs to an independent 
environment with limited social and career development resources.  
Social development resources are vital to the daily lives of TAY-ASD as it is positively 
correlated with an increased quality of life and levels of functioning (Schall 2012). A 
2019 study on social participation of autistic young adults describes how autistic 
individuals improve their social skills and communication ability by forming meaningful 
relationships with other individuals (Sosnowy 2019). These are valuable skills 
employers look for in the hiring process, especially in the context of forming 
professional relationships with other employees and customers. Yet, autistic young 
adults have difficulty forming these social relationships, noting how they, “...have fewer 
friendships...are more lonely, and are more socially excluded than both non-autistic 
peers and peers with other developmental conditions.” (Sosnowy 2019). Another study 
describes how those with lower levels of functioning (meaning, those requiring greater 
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assistance with tasks and/or communication) who live with their parents are more 
prone to social isolation (Orsmond 2013). In the K-12 education system, resources such 
as school clubs and activities are provided to autistic young adults to assist with their 
social development. However, after high school graduation, there are significantly 
fewer social opportunities with lack of exposure to familiar individuals within 
environments visited often that employment would potentially provide (Sosnowy 
2019). As a result the social skills low income, non-autistic young adults obtain through 
interaction with their peers gain them a significant advantage in the job hiring process 
compared to low-income TAY-ASD with lower functioning levels.  
Regarding employment in itself, the hardship faced by TAY-ASD while seeking 
employment is shown not to be a factor of ability, but rather income and inefficiency of 
state resources in providing training for career and educational development. A 2013 
study by Roux utilizes data from the Wave 5 National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, a 
survey of young adults with disabilities who used special education services in high 
school (Roux 2013). In this study, it is shown that TAY-ASD differs from all other groups 
with developmental disabilities in that they have the lowest rate of individuals 
employed outside of home after high school (Roux 2013). Accordingly, TAY-ASD receive 
the lowest pay of groups with developmental disabilities at $8.10 per hour, only $1.00 
above the national minimum wage, and are clustered within a few job sectors (Roux 
2013). In addition to lower wages, TAY-ASD are also working the fewest hours of all 
other disability groups, with an average of 24.1 hours weekly (Wei 2018). Autistic 
young adults also hold a job for an average of only 2 years, the shortest amount of time 
compared to other disability groups, with the primary reason for employment ending 
being that their occupation was classified as a temporary, part-time job (Wei 2018). 
Among TAY-ASD over 53% state they would prefer full time employment if given the 
opportunity (Wei 2018). 
One factor of the low wages and short hours that characterizes employment outcomes 
of TAY-ASD is the income disparity in ability to find well-paying full-time employment. 
Low income individuals of color with higher levels of functioning and social skills face 
the greatest hardship in job searching, being less likely to find employment within the 
first 2 years post-high school graduation (Wei 2013). In comparison, TAY-ASD from 
families with moderate to higher incomes have a greater likelihood of finding full time 
employment due to more access to private social, cognitive, and career development 
resources (Shattuk 2011). With a greater probability of receiving little to no access to 
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these resources after exiting the K-12 education system, low income TAY-ASD are left at 
the greatest economic disadvantage entering the workforce (Shattuk 2011). This 
presents a highly concerning result in that, without proper support from community 
employment and social programs, autistic young adults with low functioning levels 
from impoverished families face the greatest risk of poverty in adulthood. 
Another factor contributing to the low employment outcomes of TAY-ASD is the low 
likelihood of entering Post-Secondary Education (PSE). It is an established trend in 
which higher education is correlated with higher wages for those entering the 
workforce as it presents greater opportunity to gain qualification to enter more job 
sectors (Rast 2019). For the 50,000 TAY-ASD who enter the workforce annually, less 
than 40% of which will get a degree or attend college in their lifetime (Shattuk 2012). 
Among this group, African Americans, Hispanic-Americans, and those from low income 
households are the least likely to attend college or get a degree (Shattuk 2012). When 
examining TAY-ASD with low functionality who are from low income households, the 
difficulty of finding employment combined with the difficulty in applying and paying for 
PSE provide a barrier to obtaining higher education (Rast 2019). Another factor is how 
although most non-profit PSE institutions provide resources to students with 
developmental disabilities, a greater availability of social and career resources are 
provided by state public assistance services. These public assistance resources are 
subject to limitations in availability and government funding despite their essential role 
in assisting low income TAY-ASD with employment opportunities (Rast 2019). As such, 
low income TAY-ASD face a systematic disadvantage in entering the labor market with 
their economic hardships being reliant on state implementation of development 
services and their accompanying inefficiency in monitoring resource availability. 
Impact and Efficiency of Employment Resources 
Keeping in mind the barriers faced by TAY-ASD seeking to enter the labor market 
immediately after graduation, especially for those who have lower functioning levels, 
post-high school development programs play a significant role in the success of TAY-
ASD. Specifically, VR programs that provide information regarding how to proceed with 
aspects of independent adulthood by working with young adults with disabilities on a 
case by case basis (Rast 2019). These public assistance programs are implemented by 
states and prove to be highly impactful to the development of TAY-ASD, providing 
information such as career workshops, resume building, and information on 
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opportunities for PSE. They also provide information on non-career development 
programs including speech therapy and social events to assist TAY-ASD in forming 
friendships (Shattuk 2011). In its role in assisting with education to workforce 
transition, VR also provides a moderate sense of temporary structure in assisting TAY-
ASD with employment while also maintaining the independence of the young adult.   
However, VR services are also subject to high costs and rely on state funding, thus are 
limited in the number of individuals they can provide service for. On average only 
39.1% of TAY-ASD ranging from 19-23 years old receive VR services, with the highest 
population of this group receiving no services being African Americans and those from 
low income households (Shattuk 2012). The limitation of service availability holds 
major concern in how disengagement of developmental services post-high school and 
individuals’ lack of early interaction with VR services are depicted to have a strong 
association with a decline in employment outcomes (Roux 2018). This effect can be 
seen when examining data from the US Department of Education from 2002-2011, in 
which, while some states showed progress in regard to employment outcomes for 
autistic individuals, most states had declining outcomes despite no significant change in 
services (Roux 2018).  
One aspect of VR limitations is the application of state funding for these services in 
regard to assisting disabled populations. As stated in a 2018 study regarding state 
variation of VR funding, the federal government spends $1 on VR services for every $4 
spent on special education (Roux 2018). In 2014, VR programs for TAY-ASD saw an 
increase in federal funding and moderate program reform with the implementation of 
the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) (Rast 2019). WIOA provides an 
outline for requirements in state VR services addressing workforce development and is 
divided into 5 title groups (Roux 2018) Title IV of WIOA lists requirements for workers 
with disabilities by amending a previous disability workforce act from 1973 (Roux 
2018). WIOA conducted some reform to VR services by instructing agencies to identify 
underrepresented groups such as low-income TAY-ASD, placing greater importance on 
the need for early start to career development post-high school graduation (Roux 
2018). This act also places a restriction on work that places less than the state 
minimum wage for individuals with disabilities (Roux 2018). 
While WIOA provided a foundation for the beginning of VR reform, it still did not 
address significant items of concern for VR services for TAY-ASD. For instance, VR 
programs do not place enough emphasis on PSE as they do career development for 
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autistic individuals. A 2019 analysis of VR services nationwide reveals only 18% of TAY-
ASD receive PSE development services in VR services as opposed to 32% of other 
disabilities groups (Rast 2019). Expectations for PSE attainment in VR services are not 
prioritized as they should be in order to improve wage outcomes for low income TAY-
ASD and increase likelihood for full time employment. This leads to more TAY-ASD 
requiring VR services more often as part time jobs end and their difficulty finding 
employment reoccurs (Rast 2019). In addition to the lack of emphasis for PSE, state 
results for VR service availability for individuals with autism are not monitored in 
comparison to VR programs for the non-disabled workforce (Roux 2018). In terms of 
funding, states are required to spend at least 15% of their VR budget as a whole for 
workforce development, yet their ability to provide services to TAY-ASD who are less 
likely to receive services lacks this enforcement (Roux 2018). WIOA in placing 
importance for early action for VR services, did not address the lack of availability for 
these services for low income individuals with low functioning and only focused on 
younger individuals regardless of income (Roux 2018). 
Policy Recommendation 
In order to ensure TAY-ASD receive the assistance needed in order to succeed in their 
transition from K-12 education to the workforce, it is imperative that reforms to the 
current implementation of employment resources occur. Doing so will require a re-
examination of VR services main points of emphasis and greater monitoring to ensure 
TAY-ASD who are less likely to receive services are able to be accounted for. 
For TAY-ASD, the primary issue regarding employment is that of low wages and short 
hours for jobs that are difficult to find (Roux 2018). With this, it is highly recommended 
that VR services should place a greater emphasis on eventual attainment of PSE for 
TAY-ASD. Be it through attending a 2- or 4-year college or even a hybrid of starting with 
2 year and transferring to 4 year, PSE is shown to be the most effective means for wage 
increase in TAY-ASD (Roux 2018). While PSE attainment should not be a requirement for 
VR service eligibility due to the rising costs of higher education, it’s immense value in 
assisting with wage increases and improvement on life quality should not be dismissed 
(Rast 2019). VR services should also assist TAY-ASD in the process of researching and 
applying for PSE, providing workshops for aspects such as essay writing and scholarship 
assistance (Roux 2013). Another aspect of reform is that services should provide more 
information on social opportunities presented by PSE as well as those provided through 
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community nonprofit organizations in order to promote work-life balance and 
encourage improvement on social development (Roux 2018). This has potential to 
expose TAY-ASD to other non-governmental organizations that can assist them with the 
transition into the workforce in which they can establish a professional, trusting 
relationship with. 
The largest reform regarding employment outcomes for TAY-ASD requires a more 
intensive monitoring of VR programs’ implementation across states in examining the 
amount of services provided to low income individuals. While funding has increased 
over the years for VR services and every state has a form of workforce development 
program for disabled individuals, little is understood about which programs are 
currently the most impactful (Lindstrom 2011). This is best depicted through the 41-
year time frame for congressional reform for VR services targeting special needs 
individuals that lead to Title IV of WIOA (Roux 2013). In such, the reform by the WIOA 
does not specifically address the inequity of VR service availability to disadvantaged 
subpopulations, more specifically that of low-income individuals of color with low 
functionality (Rast 2019). Similarly, there is no significant state level legislation that 
addresses the hardship faced by these subpopulations, with most only referring to low 
employment outcomes for disabled individuals as a whole (Schall 2012). This poses a 
concern in regard to state funding of VR services in that, while funding for VR services 
are allocated for TAY-ASD employment development, it is not prioritizing providing an 
increasing amount of services to those at the greatest risk for poverty (Lindstrom 
2011). Modeling monitoring after the federal mandate for states to spend 15% of VR 
funding on employment training, states should also be required to frequently report 
information regarding subpopulations TAY-ASD receiving VR services (Roux 2013). 
The last, highly fundamental aspect of employment reform is the urgent need for an 
increase in research regarding the subject of employment outcomes for TAY-ASD that 
would assist in the push for state monitoring of VR programs (Rast 2019). Despite TAY-
ASD underperforming in employment outcomes in comparison to all other disabled 
groups, current research faces limitations as TAY-ASD is often grouped with all other 
disabled groups in analysis of transitional employment (Roux 2018). Thus, the 
economic disadvantage of subpopulations within TAY-ASD and their decrease in 
likelihood for receiving VR services are not being addressed adequately, causing 
legislators to not prioritize this matter as an urgent issue of youth poverty. As seen by 
the minimally changing employment outcomes of TAY-ASD, merely allowing VR 
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programs to run sub-optimally without emphasizing their role in providing social 
investment for young disabled individuals is not ensuring a large number of individuals 
are provided for. This allows for the persistence of systematic disparity of sub-
populations within TAY-ASD and could allow individuals to perceive VR services as a 
misallocation of state funding, dismissing the potential it holds for assistance. With 
this, it is pivotal to the future of policy regarding VR service reform that more research 
is conducted to draw greater attention to this matter in order to gain the attention of 
legislators. 
Conclusion and Further Review 
Further analysis of employment outcomes for TAY-ASD should provide case studies 
looking in depth at how individual states fund VR services in order to assist 
subpopulations of TAY-ASD. This will provide greater accountability for state legislators 
in how they allocate assistance for disabled youth and, similar to WIOA, may lead to 
reform of older disability workforce policy (Roux 2018). Analysis detailing these case 
studies will also assist in providing a form of external monitoring of a state’s 
employment outcomes for TAY-ASD and how they are handling the income and 
functionality disparity present within this population. While it is still too early to 
analyze the full extent WIOA reforms have in states, examining state’s legislation prior 
to WIOA will likely provide a more accurate account of VR services’ impact on TAY-ASD 
and what these services are placing the biggest emphasis on. 
Additional studies should also examine the parental role for employment outcomes of 
TAY-ASD and their impact on fostering independence and looking for employment. This 
is especially notable for low income TAY-ASD whose families may be reliant on public 
assistance and have difficulty finding employment as well. These studies should also 
examine the role of the K-12 education system in preparing TAY-ASD with post-
graduation transition and how they present resources for workforce development and 
opportunities for PSE. 
Increased monitoring of VR programs and emphasis for PSE attainment go beyond 
addressing the current inadequacy of over generalized disability policy. Moreso, it 
addresses systematic injustice of employment outcomes for low income disabled 
individuals that lead them to a likelihood of hardship during adulthood. As such, it 
undervalues the vital nature of public assistance as a means for social investment and 
how failure to provide individualized support for specific groups draws temporary 
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employment and persistence of economic hardship. The fault of low employment 
outcomes is, thus, a fault of a legislative failure underestimating the immense potential 
of TAY-ASD when given the tools required for success in the workforce and of the 
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